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Revelation: Strength for Today; Bright Hope for Tomorrow 

   Justice  & Mercy 

 

We are continuing our series in Revelation, Strength for Today: Bright Hope for Tomorrow.  The 

title for the series actually gives us the theme of the whole book. It was written by John to 

strengthen the churches under his charge. To do that, John has been invited behind the curtain by 

Jesus to be able to reveal what is going on in heaven, right now. To give the heavenly 

perspective of their earthly situation. The style of writing is apocalyptic, which is full of 

symbolism and signs. They can all seem a bit strange if you don't understand the symbols and 

read the text at face value, but there is so much more there. The best way to understand the 

symbols is by reading the rest of your Bible. The symbols and themes begin in Genesis and 

appear in multiple places in the Bible. 

  

John wrote what is actually a circular letter to the seven churches in Asia Minor, which is present 

day Turkey. They were either being persecuted or "suffering apathy" or declining enthusiasm to 

varying degrees. Jesus challenges them to repent and be faithful in their Christian life or to 

continue in the faith as these trials continue. If they do, their reward will be to sit on the throne 

with Jesus, just as Jesus sites on the throne with the Father. We've learned that the number seven 

is important. It signifies completeness or the full measure of something. Therefore, this letter 

isn't exclusively for the seven churches. It has value for all churches. At the time it would have 

been read aloud to all of the churches in the area, and it has meaning for us. 

  

Last week, we got a glimpse of what God's throne room would be like as John is ushered in and 

describes it for us. This is how it is now, not in some distant future. It shows us, unveils or 

reveals for us, what it happening now. There are servants, courtiers, and angels that along with 

the thunder and lightning emanating from the throne all demonstrate the awesome power of God, 

especially compared with even the most seemingly powerful earthly leader. At that time is was 

Rome and Caesar. Now, it would be any government or leader that lifts itself as a false god to be 

worshiped and demands total allegiance. This vision of God in God's throne room makes all 

human institutions look small and weak in comparison. It says to the persecuted Christians, don't 

worry about Rome or Caesar. LOOK at who is on your side. 

  

In this throne room, we were introduced to the one who would bring God's rescue plan for 

creation into effect. He was described as a powerful lion, but looks like a slain lamb that is alive. 

He is Jesus, the Messiah, the One and Only, who is able to take the scroll from God's hand and 

break the seals - like sealing wax that rulers would use to fasten, to seal, their official documents. 

This was one way to ensure that the recipient could be sure that it was from the ruler or done on 

the ruler's authority. The scroll itself is no mere piece of paper. It is God's rescue plan for 

restoring creation and dealing with evil forever.  
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We saw where evil, represented by a sea of chaos (as described in the first verses of Genesis), 

this sea was blocked off, under glass. It was somewhat under control but allowed to continue to 

exist. The plan that God has will eliminate it forever. 

  

This week we encounter three sets of sevens. Remember that seven is an important biblical 

number. It represents completion or the full measure.  Three is also important. It is a divine 

number. Think of the Trinity. So there are three sets of sevens. We have the divine stamp of 

completeness.  

  

There are seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls. Some people think that these events 

happen in succession. That was one thing that was confusing to me about Revelation for a long 

time. There were multiple "final" battles. It can't be final if there is going to be another one, 

right? Is evil defeated forever if there has to be another battle? I don't know about you, but that 

just doesn't seem logical to me. However, there is reason to believe that these three cycles are 

actually describing the same event from three perspectives, filling out the picture each time. The 

second and third cycles emerge from the end of the previous beginning over again, and including 

new details. 

  

Jesus starts to open the plan, the scroll, by breaking the seals. The plan starts going into effect, 

and it's not pretty. Four horsemen are released: times of war, conquest, famine, and death. As the 

Bible Project says, "Tragically, an average day in human history." (The Bible Project, YouTube 

video, "Overview: Revelation Ch. 1-11") So, aren't things that God directly causes but  personify 

the things that humans have to deal with and suffer in this broken world.  

  

Before we start talking about what is revealed as the seals continue to be broken, we need to talk 

about the symbolism and images, the scenes of violence that are portrayed in chapters 6-16 and 

more in Revelation. There is a lot of vivid symbolism in these visions. That is part of what makes 

them difficult for so many people to read. Despite the violent language, which is a part of the 

apocalyptic writing style, "none of the violence [depicted] is literal violence against the real 

world; it is violence in a visionary sense of the future expressed in metaphorical language." 

[Emphasis mine.] writes theologian M Eugene Boring. Though these pictures and images are 

intended to communicate spiritual realities, they are pictures, metaphors. (M Eugene Boring, 

Revelation: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2001, pg 116) 

  

All of these images, should be looked at and interpreted through the lens of the slain Lamb, 

Jesus, who did not use violence, but sacrificed himself and died out of love for those who hated 

him. 
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As we examine, this part of Revelation, instead of going through each step of the cycles of seven 

individually, we are going straight to the last and most severe cycle, the seven bowls of wrath. 

But why, why is all of this judgment, punishment, and wrath necessary? It is in the name of 

justice. 

  

Imagine a time in this country when the west was being settled. There were towns or counties 

with no law enforcement, no sheriffs, no judges. Cheating, theft, unfairness, even assault and 

murder could go unchecked. They didn't call it the Wild West for nothing. Eventually, they 

might have a sheriff and a judge that was on a circuit of towns. He might come once a month or 

maybe once every six months. This was not unlike Methodist pastors at the time. So, people 

would have these grievances, cases to be heard, waiting for the judge to exact justice, to punish 

the offenders and bring restitution and offer justice to the victims.  All of this is in effect bringing 

order to the chaotic system that preceded it. Evil has to be brought to account. Justice.  

  

So, God hears the cry of God's people. We have seen that God loves the world. God loves it so 

much that he gave his only Son to redeem it. If God does not hate evil, he is not a good and 

loving God. If he doesn't ultimately do something about the evil systems and power of the world, 

he is not a loving God. John is telling us that this good and loving God will do something. He 

will judge the world and bring justice, but he is also a God of mercy, or he would not have any 

interest in rescuing us from the mess we have made of things at all. So, we will look at justice 

first and move onto mercy. 

  

With a pause here and there in chapters 6-16, we see the forces of human conquest and 

oppression allowed to do their worst. Humans unleash violence and death, and God allows them 

to follow the path to their own destruction. This is similar to what the Apostle Paul writes about 

in the first chapter of Romans. We also see the evil spiritual forces behind them. Satan depicted 

not as a snake as in the Garden of Eden, but as a dragon. It has all been building to a head. There 

have been punishments and plagues. People have had chance after chance to repent, but they 

refused. It is like the plagues in Egypt way back in the Exodus narrative. Despite plague after 

plague, Pharaoh's heart was hardened.  

  

Hear about the seven bowls of Revelation Chapter 16: 

  

16:1 Then I [John] heard a loud voice from the temple saying to the seven angels, “Go, 

pour out the seven bowls of God’s wrath on the earth.” 

  

2 The first angel went and poured out his bowl on the land, and ugly, festering sores broke 

out on the people who had the mark of the beast and worshiped its image. [We will talk 

more about the Beast next week.] 
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3 The second angel poured out his bowl on the sea, and it turned into blood like that of a 

dead person, and every living thing in the sea died. 

  

4 The third angel poured out his bowl on the rivers and springs of water, and they became 

blood… 

  

 

 … 8 The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun, and the sun was allowed to scorch 

people with fire. 9 They were seared by the intense heat and they cursed the name of 

God, who had control over these plagues, but they refused to repent and glorify him. 

  

10 The fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and its kingdom was 

plunged into darkness. People gnawed their tongues in agony 11 and cursed the God of 

heaven because of their pains and their sores, but they refused to repent of what they had 

done. 

  

12 The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great river Euphrates, and its water was 

dried up to prepare the way for the kings from the East… 

  

  

… 17 The seventh angel poured out his bowl into the air, and out of the temple came a loud 

voice from the throne, saying, “It is done!” 18 Then there came flashes of lightning, 

rumblings, peals of thunder and a severe earthquake. No earthquake like it has ever 

occurred since mankind has been on earth, so tremendous was the quake. 

  

Though the punishment is just for all the death and destruction that they brought, it may have 

served as vindication for the victims of their oppression and abuse, but it did not bring their 

repentance. It did not bring a change of heart.  

  

We cry out in lament. We tell ourselves our God about the unfairness of it all. We ask for 

vengeance. We want to take revenge. We want the perpetrators to be punished. We want them to 

acknowledge what they did wrong and to repent, to change. However, you can see, not just in 

Revelation, but every day in the news, that this does not bring a change of heart only a hardening 

of heart. 

  

But there is an alternative. There is the slain Lamb. The slain Lamb brought the people in John's 

churches to repentance. It brought us into repentance. As is says in John's first letter 4:18-19 

(It may be the same John or a different John.) It says, "There is no fear in love. But perfect love 

drives out fear because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in 

love. We love because he first loved us." 
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Jesus, the One and Only, loved us enough to die for us when we didn't deserve it, before we 

repented, while we were yet sinners. He ransomed us from sin and death, ransomed us from the 

control of evil in the world. He delivered us from the path of destruction of our own making. He 

showed us mercy though we in no way deserved it. 

  

Those who follow Jesus are of the Lamb's Army, and John talks about it in chapter 7. The sixth 

seal has just been opened in the first cycle of seven. There are earthquakes. The sun turns black. 

The stars fall, and there are violent earthquakes. Everyone is afraid, and the question is asked. In 

the midst of all of this who can stand? 

  

The action is paused because the servants of God must be sealed and identified to be spared. 

Before, sealing meant like sealing an envelope and ensuring authenticity and authority of the 

contents. Here the sealing is more like the imprint on the first page of a book or on an official 

document saying who it belongs to and that it is officially recognized, a seal of approval. 

  

Remember, how John heard that the one to open the scroll was a lion, but he saw that it was a 

Lamb. Something similar happens here. John hears the number of people to be sealed 144,000 

from the tribes of Israel. It is like the military census taken of the Israelites in the book of 

Numbers chapter 1. John hears about this Israelite army, but he sees something different. 

  

Let's hear what he sees from Revelation 7:9-17 

  

9 After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, 

from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and before the 

Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their 

hands. 10 And they cried out in a loud voice: 

“Salvation belongs to our God, 

who sits on the throne, 

and to the Lamb.” 

  

11 All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four 

living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped 

God, 12 saying: 

  

“Amen! 

Praise and glory 

and wisdom and thanks and honor 

and power and strength 

be to our God for ever and ever. 
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Amen!” 

  

13 Then one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who are they, and where did 

they come from?” 

  

14 I answered, “Sir, you know.” 

And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed 

their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 Therefore, 

  

“they are before the throne of God 

    and serve him day and night in his temple; 

and he who sits on the throne 

    will shelter them with his presence. 

16 ‘Never again will they hunger; 

    never again will they thirst. 

The sun will not beat down on them,’ 

    nor any scorching heat. 

17 For the Lamb at the center of the throne 

    will be their shepherd; 

‘he will lead them to springs of living water.’ 

    ‘And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.’” 

  

Mercy. The Army of the Lamb, the followers of the Lamb, were shown mercy. 

  

In Chapter 11 we have another pause in the action. Two witnesses urge the people to turn 

towards God. They are referred to as lampstands. In the beginning of Revelation, lampstands 

were churches. Could these also refer to the church? They are to be a light to people and draw 

them to God. They do their work. When they are finished, they make the ultimate sacrifice and 

are first killed by the Beast. (Who we will talk about next week.) As they lie dead, they are open 

to ridicule and scorn, not unlike Jesus on the cross. But, then God raises them, and  they are 

brought to heaven, to God's presence, while the people watched. It is through this act of sacrifice 

and witness of God's mercy to them that softens people's hearts. In 11:13 it says, "the survivors 

were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven." Some say that this is repentance. Others, say 

it is only an acknowledgment of God, but not a change or turning from their old lives. Either 

way, it is a change of thinking for some that the judgements and plagues of the seals and the 

trumpets never produced. 

  

God's rescue plan of the scroll is revealed. Through the smoke and chaos of evil and corruption 

of the world, even as God grieves, God is determined to rescue it. He began through the sacrifice 

of the Lamb. God's kingdom will come when the world the nations see the church, the Lamb's 
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army, imitating the love and sacrifice of the Lamb. They do this not by destroying their enemies 

but rather they do it by dying for them. It is God's mercy that brings repentance, a true change of 

heart.  

  

Justice and mercy. That is what love does. And, what is the message to us? I think that it is the 

same at this point in the book as it was to the churches. "Stand fast. Don't give into evil. Don't 

give up." In our worship series Strength for Today; Bright Hope for Tomorrow, we are in the 

"Strength for Today" part. We are shown pictures of terrible things that happen on the earth. 

Even as people of God, we have to deal with them and endure. I saw something on Facebook the 

other day that said, I've got to look outside to see what chapter of Revelation we're doing today. 

I've found myself saying several times in the last week or so that when we started all this with 

the pandemic 3 1/2 months ago, many of us thought it was going to be over in a few weeks.  I 

laugh at my naïveté now. It does seem that just about every day brings some incredible new thing 

that might have been described as a major crisis or significant all on its own … before March 

2020. We need fresh strength to continue, and Jesus encourages us. Stand fast. Don't give into 

evil. Don't give up. 

  

There's another thing that I saw on Facebook. (Thank you Shelia Marie if you hear this.) It looks 

at 2020 differently than maybe you have since March at least. It is a way that appreciates 

divinely ordained discomfort. So, I will close with this. 

  

What if 2020 isn't cancelled? 

What if 2020 is the year we've been waiting for? 

As year so uncomfortable, so painful, so scary, so raw - that i finally forces us to grow. 

A year that screams so loud, finally awakening us from our ignorant slumber. 

A year we finally accept the need for change. 

Declare change. Work for change. Become the change. 

A year we finally band together, instead of pushing each other further apart. 

  

2020 isn't cancelled, but rather the most important year of them all. 

  

Glory to God! Amen! 


